The Safety Catch
from the four corners of Britain. White clad stewards roved about
the hall keeping an eye on the comfort, if not the behaviour of the
delegates. In a block of seats at the back of the hall-floor sat those
fortunate members of the public who had obtained tickets. A more
critical judge than the steward who stood near them might have
been led by a close scrutiny to have formed a mean opinion of the
general public, if this particular party were to be taken as a fair
sample. At the end of the front row sat Mr. Gassdrop, his arms
folded and an expression of pious interest on his face as Old Mr.
Drumme, taking the Chair of the Conference, told the mighty
audience that he would now call on the Leader to address them. It
was one of the great moments of history. The world stood still
for a second, like a great heart awaiting news of its fate. John rose
to his feet before the microphones, and the firmament split with the
thunder of applause. Mr. Gassdrop, strange to relate, clapped and
shouted with the best. The ovation swelled and roared into the
echoing minutes as the Leader stood, erect, rose in buttonhole,
perfect suit perfectly worn. In the thunder, still clapping, Mr. Gass-
drop rose, and turning to those behind him with a face like that we
first saw, cried "Now," in a voice like a tiger long balked of its
prey. Instantly, and before the steward could do anything to prevent
it, the men behind him followed Mr. Gassdrop at a terrifying double
down the aisle and towards the platform. They were nearly there
before realization was loose. Then shouts of "Sit down!" "Stop
them!" and "Order!" came from all over the hall. Delegates stood
up in the farther and upper parts. The Panthers of Peace stood up
instantly, and in a moment surrounded John, who, recognizing Mr,
Gassdrop in the van, cried fiercely to Mr. Grindrod, "Get the old
man out!" Mr. Grindrod seized Old Mr. Drumme's arm and led
him firmly away from the coming congestion. Safe in a dressing-
room, the old gentleman looked at Mr. Grindrod.
"Who   are   those   persons?"   he  asked.   "Not   our   people,
surely?"
"No, sir," replied Mr. Grindrod. "They're the General Public."
"The General Public!" echoed the old man. "I give it up. Take
me home, Grindrod."
204